
                                                 DIA DE LOS MUERTOS ALTAR 

 

The ofrenda (or offering) is often the most recognized symbol of Día de los Muertos. 
This temporary altar is a way for families to honor their loved ones and provide them 
with what they need on their journey. They place pictures of the deceased on their altars, 
along with items that belonged to them and objects that serve as a reminder of their 
lives. 

Every ofrenda also includes the four elements: water, wind, earth, and fire. Water is left 
in a pitcher to represent the departed’s baptism.  Papel picado, or traditional paper 
banners, represent the wind of the Spirit. Earth is represented by food, especially bread 
which represents the communion bread of the saint while living. Candles are often left 
in the form of a cross to represent baptism and the Christ who died for them.  

 

Flowers, butterflies, and skulls are typically used as 
symbols 

 

The cempasúchil, a type of marigold flower native to Mexico, is often placed 
on ofrendas and around graves. With its strong scent and vibrant color, the flower 
reminds us that life blooms and then returns to the earth from which it came. 

Monarch butterflies play a role in Día de los Muertos because they represent the life of 
the Spirit that travels with us on the journey to eternity. This belief stems from the fact 
that the first monarchs arrive in Mexico for the winter each fall on Nov. 1, which 
coincides with Día de los Muertos. 

Calaveritas de azucar, or sugar skulls, along with toys, are left on the altars for children 
who have passed. The skull is used not as morbid symbol but as a whimsical reminder of 
the cyclicality of life, which is why they are brightly decorated. 

 

Theological significance for the Lutheran church of the border: 

 

The altar is meaningful for a variety of reasons. It creates a sacred space for folks to 
remember their loved ones left behind in their countries of origin. It is a holy space 
where one is allowed to grieve the losses of family members and find that inner peace 

https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/the-meaning-of-the-altar/YAICc67lRPvBIQ


needed for closure. It is a space created for the healing of memories, a place to say 
goodbye and a place to give thanks for the sacrifice that was made in having to leave 
family and loved ones. It is a place of prayer for the departed as this prayer forms part of 
the belief system of many refugees and asylum seekers at the border.  

 

On this day, the altar may also contain the actual food and drink that was enjoyed by the 
departed while living. The aroma will ignite the memory of the departed and the 
fellowship that was enjoyed around the table. The altar serves to invoke all the senses in 
the remembrance of the departed:  color, aroma, images, and symbols of the faith that 
can be touched, pictures that bring to life the memory of love given and departed, of 
shared laughter and loss, and so much more within the human experience.  
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